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Abstract 
Corporal punishment (CP) is probably the most controversial issue in the literature on parental discipline. Objectives: The 
objective of this study was to analyze if the relation between CP and behavior problems is moderated by a positive parenting 
context in which CP may be used and by the co-occurrence of psychological aggression. Method: The sample used in this 
analysis was composed of 1071 Spanish university students (74.8% female; 25.2% male). Results: Findings indicate a high 
prevalence of CP of Spanish students, revealing that significantly more mothers than fathers used CP. Furthermore, more CP  is 
related to more use of psychological aggression and less  of positive parenting. Regression analyses revealed that CP was 
associated with an increased probability of ATB regardless of whether there was positive parenting and psychological aggression. 
Conclusions: These results highlight that, though many Spanish parents use CP as a disciplinary strategy, it does appear to be 
related to negative outcomes for children regardless the parental context in which it is used 
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1. Introduction 
Corporal punishment (CP) is probably the most controversial issue in the literature on parental discipline. In the 
last decades there has been a marked interest in CP on children because its high prevalence and its negative 
consequences (Benjet & Kazdin, 2003; Gershoff, 2002; Straus, 2001). CP is defined as the use of physical force 
with the intention of causing a child to experience pain, but not injury, for purposes of correction or control of the 
child’s behavior (Straus, 2001). Examples of CP include spanking, slapping, smacking, or grabbing a child.  As 
compared to physical abuse, CP has a lower risk of producing injury or physical harm (Gershoff, 2002).  
Despite its high frequency and acceptability, controversies regarding the effectiveness of CP still exist and 
numerous concerns regarding its harmful effects have been raised. A number of studies have found a relationship 
between CP and antisocial and criminal tendencies (Straus, 2001). A meta-analysis of 88 studies examined the link 
between corporal punishment and multiple negative outcomes (Gershoff, 2002). It included 40 tests of the 
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hypothesis that corporal punishment is associated with an increased probably of aggressive and delinquent 
behaviour by children. Thirty nine of the tests found this relationship. Similarly, eight of the nine tests of adult 
aggression and criminal behavior found the hypothesized link to physical punishment. It has been hypothesized that 
although CP produces compliance in the short term, in the long term it may increase the probability of deviance, 
including antisocial tendencies.  In addition, CP has been associated with a number of negative mental health 
outcomes, such as depression, anxiety, suicide, or alcohol abuse (Straus & Kantor, 1994; Turner & Muller, 2004).  
Despite this evidence, some researchers have advocate for the conditional use of physical punishment under 
certain conditions (Larzelere, 2000). According to this point of view, CP may have beneficial effects on children 
when is used in a non abusive customary way. It has been argued that mild CP is often confounded with more severe 
types of harsh punishment and, as a result, studies often report strong associations between CP and harmful effects 
(Larzelere, 2000). However, empirical support for this contention is doubtful. Studies examining the potential 
moderation effects of parental warm and support on CP outcomes has been scarce and inconsistent (Harper, Brown, 
Arias, & Brody, 2006; Simons, Lin, & Gordon, 1998).  
On the other hand, it has been suggested that the impact of CP may be spurious because of the relation between 
both CP and negative outcomes with psychological aggression. Research on CP and psychological aggression 
indicate that power-assertive strategies are positively correlated and often tend to co-occur (Wissow, 2001). 
However, there is scarce literature examining the effects of the CP when is used with psychological aggression and 
it is not well understand the extent to which the effects of CP may be due the co-ocurrence of psychological 
aggression. It is difficult to conclude if the consequences associates to CP are because of CP alone or to 
psychological aggression which habitually covary with the use of physical discipline (Holden, 2002).  
The aims of this study were (a) to provide data on the prevalence of CP on children in Spain; (b) to examine the 
extent to which CP is used in combination with psychological aggression and positive parenting among Spanish 
parents; and (c) to investigate if the relation between CP and negative outcomes is moderated by a positive parenting 
context in which CP may be used and by the co-occurrence of psychological aggression. Based on previous research 
that has shown that CP is associated with negative outcomes later in life (Gershoff, 2002), we hypothesized that the 
experience of CP as a child would be significantly related to higher rate of antisocial tendencies as an adult 
regardless whether CP occur within a positive parenting context and regardless whether psychological aggression is 
also present.   
2. Method 
2.1. Participants 
The participants in this study were the sample collected in the Community of Madrid for the International 
Parenting Study, a research project conducted by a consortium of researchers in over 20 countries all over the world. 
The initial sample was composed of 1343 participants. Because of the purposes of the study, only students living 
with two parents or step parents at age of ten were include in the study (N= 1270; 94.6%). In an attempt to avoid 
confounding factors as far as possible, we excluded students who had reported any example of physical abuse (N= 
199; 15.7%), using five items from the CTS-CP (Straus, Hamby, Finkelhor, Moore, & Runyan, 1998). The final 
sample used in this analysis was composed of 1071 university students (74.8% female; 25.2% male) with a mean 
age of 21.20 (SD = 4.29). They were assured of anonymity and confidentiality, and given a debriefing form that 
explained the study in more detail after participants had completed all of the measures. The students were also 
provided contact information for area agencies should they need assistance with mental health or violence problems. 
2.2. Measures 
2.2.1. Dimensions of Discipline Inventory, DDI (Straus & Fauchier, 2007).   The Corporal Punishment subscale 
(four items) and the Psychological Aggression subscale (three items) of the DDI were used in this study. The 
original DDI assess 26 discipline behaviors (each asked twice about the behavior of the father and the mother) and 
nine scales that assess disciplinary tactics.  The referent period is when the respondent was ten years old. The 10-
response categories ranged from N (Never) through 9 (Two or more times a day). The DDI has demonstrated good 
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construct validity and acceptable internal consistency reliability in Spanish university students (Gámez-Guadix et 
al., in press). Validation studies indicated that one item of CP was not culturally appropriate in the Spanish context 
and, therefore, was not included in the analysis (“Wash the mouth out with soap, put hot sauce on the tongue or 
something similar”). Moreover, because this is important that harsh punishment be measured separately from mild 
and moderate CP , an original item assessing more severe forms of CP was excluded of this analysis (“How often 
did your parents use a paddle, hairbrush, belt, or other object?”).  
2.2.2. Positive Parenting Scale. The child report form of the DDI was examined to identify parent behaviors that 
could be considered indicators of positive parenting. The following four behaviors were selected:  did or said things 
to show that they loved and supported you, explained why they did what they did to correct you, felt encouraged and 
supported, checked on you so that they could tell you that you were doing a good job.  Because each is asked for 
father and for mother, there are a total of eight items.  A factor analysis specifying a single factor was applied to the 
data for a sample of 1,313 University of New Hampshire students.  The results showed that this factor explained 
48.4% of the variance, and that all items had factor loadings above .4.  Scale was created by transforming the eight 
items to z scores, summing the z scored items, and transforming the sum to a z score. In the current study, 
Cronbach’s Į was .78. 
2.2.3. Short form of antisocial traits and behavior (ATB) Scale. This scale is derived from the DSM-IV 
(American Psychiatric Association, 1994). Because the DSM-IV definition of Antisocial Personality Disorder 
includes criminal behavior, both before and after age 15, the scale combines five items of the Antisocial Personality 
Traits Scale and the three items of the Criminal History Scale of the Personal and Relationship Profile (Straus, 
Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1997). Although the questions were derived from the DSM-IV definition of 
antisocial personality, this scale was not designed as a diagnostic tool. Examples of the nine Antisocial Personality 
Traits and Behavior items are “I don’t think about how what I do will affect other people” and “Since age 15, I have 
physically attacked someone with the idea of seriously hurting them”. The eight items comprising both subscales 
were summed and divided by the number of items to obtain a mean ATB score. For this study, the internal 
consistency (Chronbach’s Į) was .68. 
2.2.4. Social desirability. The tendency of some participants to minimize disclosure of socially undesirable 
behavior was controlled using a reduced version of the Limited Disclosure Scale of the PRP. This is a 6-item scale 
based on Reynolds short-form Social Desirability subscale (Reynolds, 1982). It includes behaviors and emotions 
that are slightly undesirable but true of most people, such as “I sometimes try to get even rather than forgive and 
forget”. Participants indicated on a four-point scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree) the extent to 
which they agreed with each item. For this study, the internal consistency reliability of this scale was Į= .56. 
 
3. Results 
Sixty-three percent of males and 63.8% of females (X2(1) = .05; p=.82) were physically punished at age ten. In 
this study somewhat more mothers than fathers used CP (42.9% of fathers and 50.1% of mothers) (X2(1) = 8.05; p< 
.05). The correlation between CP and Psychological aggression was .54 (p<.001). The correlation between CP and 
Positive parenting was of .16 (p < .001). 
To overcome the overlap between psychological aggression and CP in order to analyze the  distinctive 
contribution of each, the items from both scales were factor analyzed using the Anderson-Rubin method and 
Varimax rotation. The Anderson-Rubin method produces factor scores that are uncorrelated and standardized (Field, 
2005). One item (“Shout or yell the child”) was not loaded in the psychological aggression factor and was excluded 
in further analysis. The factor analyses yielded a two factor solution (Corporal punishment and Psychological 
aggression) with all items having factor loadings above .5. Factor scores for each factor were added to the data for 
each study participant. Regression analyses were carried out using as independent variables the factor scores of CP 
and psychological aggression.   Sex, age, limited disclosure, and educative level were introduced in the step 1 as 
control variables.  In steps 2, 3, and 4, CP, psychological aggression, and positive parenting were introduced one by 
step at a time in order to analyze the change when introduced.  Finally, interactions terms were introduced in the last 
step.  
The set of regression analyses tested the relation of  CP, psychological aggression, and positive parenting to 
ATB. In step 1, ATB was regressed on the control variables. The results indicate that sex and limited disclosure 
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were significantly related to ATB. In step 2, CP was added to the regression equation. As expected, CP was 
significantly related to higher ATB scores while controlling for demographic variables and limited disclosure. Step 3 
shows that psychological aggression was also a significant predictor of ATB. In step 4 positive parenting was added 
to the equation. After controlling the effect of the others factors, positive parenting was only marginally related to 
the outcome.  CP was still a significant predictor of ATB regardless of the degree of psychological aggression and 
positive parenting. Finally, the interaction terms of CP with sex, psychological aggression and positive parenting 
were added simultaneously to the equation in Step 5. None of these interactions were significant, indicating that the 
relationship of CP to ATB applies to both men and women, and to students whose parents were low in psychological 
aggression as well as those whose parents were high in psychological aggression. Tabla 1 shows a summary of the 
regression analyses.  
 
UTable 1. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis predicting Antisocial Traits and Behaviors 
 
  
Variables B ȕ 
Sex (1= men; 2= women) -.78 -.35*** 
Age -.01 -.03 
Limited Disclosure -.14 -.36*** 
Parents’ education level -.02 -.04 
Corporal punishment (CP) .23 .22* 
Psychological aggression .06 .06* 
Positive parenting -.05 -.05 † 
CP x sex .03 .04 
CP x Psychological Aggression .01 .01 
CP x Positive Parenting -.08 -.13 
R2 .31 
ǻ F 1.20 
 
4. Conclusions 
CP was found to be linked to an increased probability of ATB regardless of whether there was positive parenting. 
This result is an important result because it provides empirical evidence contradicting the claim that CP has no 
negative consequences when is used by loving and supportive parents (Larzelere, 2000). Also, we did not find a 
significant interaction of CP with psychological aggression.  The importance of this result is that it contradicts the 
belief that the link between CP and child behavior problems occurs because psychological aggression often 
accompanies CP.  These results suggest that CP per se is a risk factor for developing an antisocial orientation, as has 
been found in two longitudinal studies (Straus, 2001) and with the results of a meta analysis of research on CP 
(Gershoff, 2002) which found a large and unusually consistent body of research showing that CP tends to be an 
important risk factor for deviant behavior.  
Several mechanisms, such as less child internalization of parents’ values and low self-control, may explain the 
relationship between CP and an antisocial orientation. Overall, the results are congruent with the idea that although 
CP might produce conformity in the immediate situation, in the long term it may increase the probability of 
deviance, including antisocial tendencies (Straus, 2001).  
This study extends the existing literature by taking into account two important aspect of the context in which CP 
is used  in an unstudied population. The findings suggest that Spanish parents be encouraged to avoid CP as well as 
psychologically aggressive discipline methods and to use alternative forms of correction of child misbehavior.   
Parent education programs that emphasize alternative disciplinary tactics to CP and psychological aggression may 
make an important contribution to the well-being of Spanish children. 
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